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INTONATION AND PRAGMATIC INFERENCES

Spoken discourse is so fast that speakers and listeners are required to be efficient. In order
to achieve this, they must rely on context, as only context can disambiguate linguistic structures
and meanings. Hence, participants of discourse should understand not only semantics and grammar,
but also prosody and pragmatics. Thus, speakers do not always mean what they utter and their
intentions cannot be retrieved from linguistic form and listeners are often required to infer hidden
intentions and meanings which is sometimes easy, but can be quite hard at times.

Modern research justifies that in oral discourse 50 per cent of understanding depends on
suprasegmental factors. Computer based experiments show that outcome of studies in this field is far
from subjectivity, it is more objective. Thus, in order to understand the spoken language, the listener
attaches great importance to understanding prosodic signals (intonation, tone of voice, range of voice,
stress, rhythm) and non-verbal means of communication (gestures, facial expressions, eye contact).
1t is also possible to understand the nature of intonation more easily in the interaction between
gestures, facial expressions, and eye contact, which are non-verbal means of communication.

Apparently, people use both verbal and non-verbal strategies to behave in a socially acceptable
manner. Such strategies include not talking while eating, politely asking for help when needed,
thanking for the help provided, etc. However, a tactful person is not only characterized by these.
When using polite expressions such as “please”, “thank you”, “nice to meet you”, it becomes
difficult to understand when facial expressions are boring. Therefore, when talking about a polite or
rude, positive or negative expression, the social context in which the utterance is used must be taken
info account.

In formation of various discourse types, the importance of syntactic structures and lexical units are
undeniable. However, it should be underlined that in formation of discourse types choice of pre-tonic
patterns and nuclear tones in expressing emphatic positive and negative meanings and emotionality

in oral discourse is a crucial factor, and this fact increases urgency and relevance of the topic.
1t is worth noting that after the introduction of the discursive approach, intonation has been very
well studied in a number of ways, and many descriptive and theoretical descriptions of intonation

have emerged.

Key words: spoken discourse, pragmatic inferencing, prosody, conventional and conversational
implicatures, scalar implicatures, communicative competence.

Introduction. Although the importance of into-
nation and its influence on the meaning of speech is
not disputed among linguists, the nature of prosodic
meaning is still a controversial issue. One area where
the theories differ is in the assessment of the role that
intonation systems play in the linguistic code of a
language. Another controversial area is whether the
meaning created by intonation is compatible with
semantic or pragmatic theory. We argue that seman-
tics is related to lexical meaning and does not go
beyond the sentence level, while pragmatics covers
any aspect of interpretation related to the context in
which the utterance occurs.

When analysing the meaning of anutterance, we
must distinguish between what is explicitly said and
what is implied. The way how we are understood
depends on both linguistic decoding of what is uttered

and pragmatic inference. Thus, decoding the linguis-
tic form does not mean a complete clarification of
the idea, as in the case of clarification of words with
more than one meaning where it is essential to rely
on the context. The decontextualization of pragmatic
meaning was investigated in more detail by R. Car-
ston (1988).

The purpose of the article. This articles exam-
ines the prominent role of intonation in speech pro-
cessing. Intonation in general, and nuclear tones in
particular are crucial in processing of conversational
implicatures and scalar implicatures. The article also
shows the distinguishing role nuclear tones like low
rising, falling-rising and rising-falling tones in chang-
ing the meaning of utterances.

The main problem. Pragmatic inferencing is a
process characterized by interpretation of speaker’s
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verbal speech and intended meaning. Grice (1967)
distinguishes between two types of inferencing;
conventional and conversational implicatures. Con-
ventional implicatures are inferences of speaker’s
utterance without considering context. This occurs
when a certain linguistic form (“but”, “therefore”) is
used and the implications of this form are not con-
troversial. However, conversational implicatures are
more complicated, as discourse participants should
simultaneously consider literal meaning of sentences,
prosody, context in order to fully understand intended
meaning. So, in addition to linguistic skills, commu-
nicative competence also plays a role in the successful
realization of communication. The main criterion for
deriving a model of communicative competence is,
first of all, that language should be seen as a process
and not as a product. The second criterion is to under-
stand communicative competence. Communicative
competence includes 4 components: grammatical,
sociolinguistic, discourse and strategic. Grammatical
competence is the ability to construct phonologically,
morphologically, lexically and syntactically correct
sentences. Sociolinguistic competence is the speak-
er’s ability to correctly use grammatical forms to per-
form a certain communicative function (persuading,
giving instructions, warning, being polite) in differ-
ent contexts. Sociolinguistic competence is also the
knowledge of what is socially or culturally acceptable
or appropriate. Discourse competence is the ability to
combine ideas to achieve coherence and complete-
ness of form. Strategic competence involves the use
of verbal and non-verbal communication strategies to
express an idea and convey information to an audi-
ence. Consider the following example:

They are for 'students as 'part of their edu_cationl

Well they ‘certainly 'need ‘some edu cationl

The dialogue is from sitcom “Mind your language”,
where Miss Courtney, principal of an ESL evening
school, and Mr. Brown, a teacher, meet in the class-
room. The teacher, who brings newspapers for his dis-
obedient and restless learners according to the course
program, is a few minutes late for the lesson, during
which the principal starts a conversation to check what
the learners has learned. Meanwhile, it turns out that
the learners have not learn anything. Moreover, the
principal is also annoyed by the learners’ inability
to behave properly. Meantime, the teacher enters the
classroom with newspapers in his hand, and informs
the principal that they are part of the educational pro-
gram. Hearing this, Miss Courtney sarcastically tells
the teacher that they need “some” education. The prin-
cipal emphasizes the word “some” by pronouncing it
in a high-falling tone, and in a sarcastic manner, with a
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low-rising nuclear tone on “education”, hints that they
have not learned anything. Apparently, to understand
this little dialogue, one needs to be fully aware of what
is happening in the classroom.

Decoding scalar implicatures is another crucial
factor for pragmatic inferencing. A scalar value can
refer to an entity, attribute, event, activity, time and
space, or a collection of such elements. Scales can also
be defined by other hierarchical or linear sequences,
such as spatial or temporal sequences, stages of a
process, and class/subclass, entity/attribute, or part/
whole relationships.

A: Did you read the first chapter? [4, example 25]

B: Iread the first V half of it.

A: Have you, me, and Ellen ever had dinner
together? [4, example 33]

B: We’ve hadV lunch.

With falling-rising nuclear tone speaker implies
some hesitation in his choice of scalar value. Gregory
Ward and Julia Hirshberg divide hesitation into three
types: 1) hesitation about the possibility of assigning
the thought in the utterance to any scale; 2) hesitance
to choose the appropriate scale; 3) hesitation about
choosing a value from the scale [4, p. 765].

It must be noted that a speaker does not have to be
“hesitant” in the literal sense of the word to use a fall-
rise, it can be used to be polite, to express irony, or
to show respect. However, the falling-rising nuclear
tone is always related to the scale or scalar value.

A fall-rise indicates type 1 hesitancy, when the
speaker doubts the appropriateness of using any scale
in a given context.

A: So you speak Sephardic? [4, example 52]

B: Huh?

A: Do you speak Ladino?

B: I speak Spa nish.

Here, B is not sure whether A is only interested in
B’s knowledge of Ladino, or whether knowledge of
other Iberian languages would also satisfy him. So,
with a falling-rising nuclear tone, B expresses doubt
as to whether it is appropriate in this context.

A fall-rise indicates type 2 hesitancy, when the
speaker doubts whether he has chosen the appropriate
scale among the scales that may be relevant to the con-
text. In the example below, B doubts whether “days of
the week” or “date of the month” is more important.

A: The party is Friday the seventeenth. [4, exam-
ple 55]

B: Friday isn't the seventeenth.

B: Friday isn't the sevenV teenth/.

Similarly, a falling-rising nuclear tone can express
doubt that the speaker will agree with the listener’s
choice of scale.
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A: Is she taking any medication? [4, example 56]

B: Vi tamins.

Here, B doubts whether the vitamins taken by the
one being talked about belong to the medication A is
interested in. That is, B is not sure that A perceives
the association between vitamins and medication as
the value of the scale representing the class/subclass
relationship.

The 2nd type of hesitation can also be based on
linguistic ambiguity.

A: Are you a doctor? [4, example 58]

B: I have a Ph.VD.

Here, B is hesitant whether concepts of medical
doctor and academic degree is the most appropriate
choice of scale.

A fall-rise can also express the 3rd type of hesita-
tion. This happens when the speaker wants to show
that he is not hesitant about the choice of scale, but
about the position of the idea on that scale.

B: I'm so excited. My girlfriend is coming to visit
tonight. [4, example 60]

A: From far away?

B: From suburban Phila_del phia.

The speaker here doubts whether suburban Phila-
delphia is considered far from where they live on the
scale of distance.

A: Have you ever been to the West of the Missis-
sippi? [4, example 62]

B: I've been to Mis_sou, ri.

Here, B implies that he is not sure if Missouri is on
the west of the Mississippi on the geographic scale to
which these rivers belong.

The rising ending brings softness to the utterance.
J. Wells notes that [6, p. 224] “Would you like some
,tea? "expresses polite interest, the use of a low-ris-
ing tone here is due to formality. The same utterance
with a high-rising nuclear tone sounds more friendly,
cheerful, carefree. If the speaker utters the rise with a
wider range, the utterance will express surprise.

A similar case can be observed in tag questions.
A. Gimson points out that the disjunctive questions
pronounced with both a falling and a rising tone
expect agreement from the interviewer — a falling
tone requires agreement, while a rising tonepolitely
indicates that there is also an option to disagree
[3, p. 271]. Would you like some tea| or coffeel— in
a falling tone will arisenegative emotions in the lis-
tener, because in this case he has no choice but tea
or coffee, and when it is said in a low-rising tone, the
listener may refuse the options presented to him and
ask for another drink instead.

This rule can also be applied to greetings. Greet-
ings sound hearty and sincere when pronounced with a

high-falling tone, hasty and hurried when pronounced
with a low-falling tone, and polite and tactful when
pronounced with a low-rising tone [3, p. 271]. Good
morning]|—stressed “good” and “morning” with a high-
fall — sounds very sincere,while the high-falling tone
on the word “good” awakens very cheerful impression.
However, with a rising-falling tone, depending on the
situation, the greetings may sound ‘“‘significant” and
sometimes “sarcastic”. The expression of such two
opposite meanings with the same nuclear tone may
seem very confusing at first glance, but when accom-
panied by body language within the context, such dif-
ferences in meaning are not difficult to understand. As
mentioned above, after the greeting, if the parties are
going to discuss some special, significant event, then
an enthusiastic rise-fall is used. Sometimes, on the
contrary, the speaker greets the interlocutor with a ris-
ing-falling nuclear tone in order to threaten, to express
his anger, to show that the morning is not good at all.

Such a difference is noticeable in the utterances
with “please”. A. Wichmann notes that intonation can
increase or decrease the positive meaning expressed
by polite speech [7, p. 1522]. In her experience, she
used the word “please” in all communicative types of
sentences (interrogative sentences, statements, com-
mands, elliptical sentences, etc.) at the beginning, in
the middle, and at the end of the sentences. The linguist
noted that the word “please”, which is stressed at the
beginning of the utterance, but at the end, unstressed
or is pronounced with a rising tone, expresses positive
meanings focused on the listener. However, when the
word “please” is used as an independent sentence on
its own and is said with a high fall,the request sounds
sarcastic, spiteful, bitter, dissatisfied. When such a
statement is uttered with a level tone, it expresses indif-
ference, when it is uttered with a low fall, it sounds
uncomplimentary and unethical [7, p. 1546].

Conclusion. Once we accept that the role of intona-
tion is pragmatic, the meaning it adds to the utterance
becomes clearer. It is easier to decode the meaning
conveyed by the intonation when the speech is con-
sidered in context. In the process of communication,
the speaker often has to direct the listener to the rele-
vant context necessary for information processing. He
sometimes has to refer to knowledge and assumptions
that are “known to the participants of the process. This
takes the status of relevant background knowledge for
new information. Communication processing reflects
the relationship between background knowledge and
foreground information. And the choice of intonation
within and between intonation groups shapes the con-
tent of information. Through this choice, the listener is
guided to understand the relevant context.
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Mxaminosa I. 1. IHTOHALIS TA TIPATMATUYHI BUCHOBKHA

Yena mosa sedoemuvces nacmineku wieuoko, wo 6i0 mMosyié i cayxauie nompiono eghekmusnicmo. I1Joo
docaemu Yyb02o, B0HU NOBUHHI NOKAAOAMUCS HA KOHMEKCH, OCKIIbKU Juule KOHMEKCM MOodce YCYHYmMu
HEOOHO3HAUHICMb MOBHUX CMPYKmyp ma 3uauensb. Omorce, YUACHUKU OUCKYPCY HOBUHHI PO3YMIMU He Juuie
CEMAaHMuUKy ma 2pamamuxy, a i npocoodilo ma npazmamuxy. Taxkum 4uHoM, opamopu He 3a8x4cOu Maroms Ha
V6asi me, wj0 GOHU GUMOGTISIIOMb, | IXHI HAMIPU HEMOJICTUBO OMPUMAMU 3 MOBHOL hopmu, I CIyXadam yacmo
00800UMbCSL POOUMU BUCHOBKU NPO NPUXOBAHT HAMIPU MA 3HAYEHHS, WO [HOOI 1e2Ko, ale iHOOI Modce Oymu
documyv 8aHCKO.

Cyuacni 0ocniodcenHs 00800amb, ujo 8 YCHOMY OUckypci 50% po3yminHA 3anexcums 8i0 HA0Ce2MeHMaPHUX
¢axmopie. Komn tomephi excnepumenmu noKasyoms, Wo pesyivmamu 00CaiodiceHb 8 Yill odracmi oanexi 8i0
cy6 ‘exmusizmy, 60HU OLnbuL 06 ekmueui. Takum YuHom, O PO3YMIHHI POIMOBGHOL MOBU CIYXAY HAOAE BETUKO20
SHAYeHHSI POZYMIHHIO NPOCOOUYHUX CUSHANIG (IHMOHAYIsA, memop 2o10cy, Jianazon memopy, HA2oa0c, Pumm)
i HegepbanbHuUX 3aco0i8 KomyHIKayil (dcecmu, Mimika, 30posuti Konmakm). Taxodc ModicHa necuie 3po3ymimu
npupooy iHMoHAYil npu 63aEMo0ii dcecmis, MIMIKU I 30p0B020 KOHMAKMY, 5K € He8epOalbHUMU 3acoDamu
KOMYHIKayil.

Ouesuono, wo 100U BUKOPUCMOBYIOMb K 6epOAIbHI, MaK [ HegepOAIbhi cmpamezii, uod noeoouUmucs
coyianbro nputinamno. Taxki cmpameeii exnouaromos 8 cebe MOGUAHHA NI 4ac idici, 68iuIUGe NPOXAHHSI
npo oonomoey, Koau ye HeoOXIOHO, NOOsKY 3a Hadawy oOonomoey i m.0. O0OHAK MAKMOSHA JI0OUHA
Xapakmepuszyemscsi He minbku yum. Bukopucmogyouu esiunusi eupasu, maxi K «0y0b 1acKa», «OSAKYIOY,
«NPUEMHO NOZHATUOMUMUCY, CINAE BANHCKO 3PO3YMIMU, KOAU 8Upa3z oonuuus cmae HyoHum. Tomy, konu mosa
ti0e npo esiuuse abo 2pyooMy, NOUMUBHOMY ADO HEe2AMUBHOMY SUPAICEeHHI, HeOOXIOHO bpamu 00 yeazu
coyianbHULl KOHMeEKCM, 8 IKOMY BUKOPUCIIOBYEMbCA OAHE BUCTOBIOBAHHL.

Ipu gpopmysanni pisnux munie OUCKYPCY BAHCIUBICIb CUHIMAKCUYHUX CIPYKMYP [ TeKCUUHUX OOUHULD
nesanepeyna. OOHax ciio niokpeciumu, wo npu opmysanni munie OUCKypcy eudip nepeomoHaIbHUx Mooenell
ma A0epHUX MOHI8 O BUPANCEHH eMpamMUUHUX NOZUMUBHUX MA He2AMUBHUX 3HAYeHb Md eMOYIUHOCmI
8 YCHOMY OUCKYPCI € supiuianvhum gaxkmopom, i yeil paxm niosuuyye akmyaibHicnms memu.

Bapmo 3aznauumu, wo nicis enpoeadiceniis OUCKypCUusHo20 nioxody inmonayis 6yia 0yice 000pe suguena
bazamvma cnocobamu, i 3’16Un0csk Oa2amo ONUCOBUX MdA MEOPEMULHUX ONUCIE THMOHAYIL.

KuarouoBi cjioBa: posmosruti Ouckypce, npazmamuyHuil UCHOBOK, NPOCOOis, KOHBEHYIOHANbHI Md PO3MOBHI
IMATIIKAMYPU, CKAIAPHI IMIIIKAMYPU, KOMYHIKAMUBHA KOMNEMEeHMHICMb.
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